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in employment, they can study from home much 
more cheaply than for an equivalent full time resi-
dential course.
The programmes are presently available only in 
English, but if there is sufficient demand, other lan-
guage versions will be considered. Some people 
assume that distance e-learning means »online«, 
but with HA courses, that is not the case. It is ap-
preciated that many of our students are likely to be 
working offshore, where Internet connections are 
frequently not available, so only occasional access 
to e-mail is required, by which means tutor sup-
port is accessed and assessments are submitted. 
All materials for each module are posted on a USB 
memory stick well in advance of the start date. The 
Total Learning Package consists of an HTML-based 
platform which includes: the platform-independ-
ent software on which the programmes run, the e-
lectures, the transcripts of the voice-overs, forma-
tive (self-assessment) questions on each e-lecture, 
summative assessments and reference materials. 
It can be seen from the diagrams that Module 1 is 
common to both programmes, each of which com-
prises further undergraduate (U) or postgraduate (P) 
modules. This introductory Module 1 is compulsory 
since it provides a baseline level of knowledge that 
will be built upon in subsequent ones, whilst an in-
dividual’s performance on it will assist both the in-
dividual and HA staff to decide which programme 
is most appropriate to pursue next. Presently cost-
ing £ 575, Module 1 is studied over a period of 3-4 
months, whilst later, more detailed modules are 
currently priced at £ 1275. To reach Cat B or Cat A 
is expected to take 3-5 years. It is stressed that the 
diagrams’ details are what is presently proposed, 
but will be subject to change in response to the ac-
crediting bodies’ requirements over the next year.
For those who seek to gain qualifications (most 
hope to gain IHO Cat B or A) it is often hard to 
find a place: perhaps they have to join a waiting 
list, because globally there is a shortfall in institu-
tions offering accredited courses in hydrographic 
surveying. When a place is available, it may be in 
a part of the world far from where the student 
lives and probably it will last for a number of years. 
Few people already in employment are prepared 
to give up their jobs in order to attend a full time 
residential course.
Acknowledging these issues is one of the world’s 
biggest offshore surveying and geo-sciences com-
panies, the multi-national »Fugro«, where even 
their in-house training cannot meet demand. Fu-
gro’s Andy McNeill (Global Learning & Develop-
ment Manager) and Don Ventura (Hydrographic 
Survey Manager) had an idea. They teamed up 
with Oceanographer Dr Richard Thain from Ply-
mouth University (where residential Cat A courses 
are already run) and Commander Andy Swain RN 
(head of the Navy’s hydrographic training school, 
which runs Cat B & Cat A courses) to form the Hy-
drographic Academy, based in the university.
A little over a year after its formation, the Hy-
drographic Academy (HA) with Richard Thain as 
its Project Manager, publicly launched in London 
during March 2012’s Oceanology International 
exhibition. It offers the opportunity by distance 
e-learning for students of any background to gain 
a range of both academic and professional quali-
fications (see diagrams below). The big advantage 
for those in employment is that they can study in 
their spare time and continue to work wherever 
they may be, even at sea. Possibly their employers 
may fund their studies too, since it may well be ad-
vantageous for them to do so. Whilst for those not 
The offshore industry has difficulty in finding enough qualified hydrographic sur-
veyors to meet the demand. Often it relies upon the availability of people who have 
picked up their skills through doing the job, although without formal qualifications, 
would-be employers 
have to rely upon such 
applicants’ reputation 
and references in order 
to judge their suitabil-
ity. 
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Each programme also contains two residential 
modules of two weeks’ duration. These enable 
coverage of mathematics, practical surveying ses-
sions ashore and afloat, and allow final written 
examinations to be taken. These modules will be 
held in various locations around the world, driven 
by such considerations as where the majority of 
enrolled students live, the availability of accommo-
dation and appropriate vessels, and the proximity 
of suitable water-front facilities. Cost will also be a 
factor, since clearly these modules will be the most 
expensive ones, although the overall programme 
costs will always be cheaper than an equivalent 
full time residential one. 
Of course not everyone will want to gain qualifica-
tions as such, nor perhaps to cover a full programme 
of material over several years. It may be that a port 
authority’s survey department, for example, simply 
wants its surveyors to have a »top up« on certain 
topics. The modular design of the programmes 
may enable specific modules to be undertaken in 
isolation, and this is something that the HA will be 
considering if the demand warrants it.
A cohort of Fugro employees acted as trial stu-
dents on the first module from January to March 
this year and their feedback was encouragingly 
complimentary, endorsing the concept of dis-
tance e-learning as entirely appropriate for those 
at sea. After incorporating their feedback, Module 
1 will be available publicly for the first time from 
2nd July 2012 and it is planned to have several start 
dates per year. Certainly the enthusiasm expressed 
by industry and individuals during Oceanology, 
along with the large number of online registra-
tions of interest afterwards, indicates that the HA’s 
courses are likely to prove extremely popular.
